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Foreword

Corporations require a couple of important yet obvious resources 
to be able to operate and grow: financial resources, a large and 
growing market, a strong team and an attractive product. 

However, there is a 5th element that is less obvious: time. In the digitalized world of today, 

time has never been more important. Innovations are often linked to automation or acce-

leration of processes, in order to reduce time. Short time to market has become a key 

differentiator. But who in the market is responsible for this? How can companies reduce 

time? 

Time
Corporate-Startup Cooperation (CSC) enables corporates and startups to reduce time 

together. Both sides of the cooperation possess elements that the other party want, and 

time reduction can be achieved if these are combined. Corporates have what startups are 

looking for: an established installment that consists of a network of partners, suppliers 

and customers, financial resources, know-how, employees, internal processes etc. 

However, this also makes corporates inflexible and slow. Startups on the other hand have 

an agile setup with no rigid internal processes, more focus, smaller teams and an eye for 

innovation which facilitates quick decision making, a unique ability that corporates want. 

When both parties collaborate, they both benefit from time reduction efforts. Corporates 

offer startups a quicker entry to market, but corporates also have a higher probability 

of success if they battle competition with efficiency and speed. In times of crisis (like 

Covid-19), corporates are confronted with the rigidity of their organizations. This forces 

managers to look for ways to improve agility and increase efforts of time squeezing. Cost 

cutting and process optimization decisions need to be made swiftly. In these situations, 

software solutions from innovative startups are key. CSC provides an opportunity for time 

reduction and competitive advantage creation in difficult times. Time reduction is an ulti-

mate goal, creating the 5th element.

The power of ecosystems
Corporate-Startup Cooperation also promotes the creation of ecosystems. Historically, 

but even today, we often see corporates focusing on maximizing vertical integration by 

taking ownership and control of the full value chain, believing this maximizes value crea-

tion for customers. This used to be a good approach in times where customers were not 

as demanding as they are today and where innovation was not moving at a fast pace. The 

corporation could still use a “wait and see” strategy and integrate the best solution in the 

vertical approach. We now see a shift from vertical to horizontal integration, in which 

market participants specialize in what they do best. This requires a shift in mindset for 

corporates to establish an open culture; it means they now have to embrace cooperation 

with suppliers, customers, and even competitors. Additionally, ecosystem benefits can 

also extend to governments and other stakeholders involved. 
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Valuation
Very often equity or equity related transactions are part of a CSC. Putting forward a valu-

ation always proves to be a difficult task.  In my opinion there is a straightforward way 

to avoid any misalignment in the valuation of startups. Adding a sort of share buy-back 

clause in the agreement on a part of the shares enables a founder to re-purchase part of 

his shares. The shares can then be bought back at the same price the investor paid, incre-

ased with an annual percentage (e.g. 15 %). If a startup was valued too high, the founder 

will have to pay a too high price for the re-purchase, while he can re-purchase shares at 

favorable conditions if he sold an equity stake at a relatively low valuation. This way, 

misalignment is partly eliminated in equity participation in CSCs. The founder can sell 

some of his own shares to a new investor at a higher price and use the proceeds to exercise 

the option and buy back shares from the corporate investor. The mechanism is a kind of 

anti-dilution system, allowing founders to still keep a part of the company and giving the 

corporates an early cash return. Cash that can be used again by the corporation to invest 

in a new venture, leading to a higher ultimate success rate.

These and other topics will be further discussed in this white paper. I wish you all a lot of 

inspiration.

Jurgen Ingels

Managing Partner SmartFin Capital
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Executive summary

In this second white paper (download the first white paper here) of 
our research project ‘The Art of Corporate Venturing’ we shift our 
focus towards the perspective of established firms. 

Where the focus of the first white paper was on the WHY and HOW of Corporate-Startup 

Cooperation (CSC), we provide in this exploratory study first indications of which types 

or categories of CSC lead to higher performance. While previous corporate venturing 

research tends to focus on one specific corporate venturing practice, we broadened our 

perspective by also integrating other forms of strategic collaboration between corporates 

and startups. In addition, we also studied various combinations of CSC practices.

We explore 5 broad types of cooperation and link them to elements such as ‘CSC inten-

sity’, ‘Motivation for CSC’, ‘Strategic performance’, ‘Financial performance’ and ‘Internal 

vs External innovation’. One of the elements we found is that the forms of cooperation that 

are linked to strategic motivation, result in higher satisfaction. This is in line with what 

we saw in our first white paper, namely that strategic motivations should always trump 

financial motivations. Our research further indicates that the most important reasons for 

corporates to start CSC proof to be: exploring new products and markets and gaining 

knowledge and competences. Financial motives were not among the top 3 reasons for 

collaborations. 

When zooming in on strategic outcomes, corporates experienced the most positive effects 

with regard to gaining knowledge and competences; exploring new products and markets 

and getting access to new technologies. When linking the different motives to the diffe-

rent cooperation types we noticed some interesting results as well. Our research shows 

that corporates looking for increased brand awareness can turn to the ‘lighter forms’ of 

CSC (type 1 and 2). The rest of the explored motives have strong and positive relations 

with type 3 and 4 (see infra). For exploring new products and markets type 3 (strategic 

alliances) made the biggest difference. Type 4 (incubators & accelerators) is most appro-

priate if you want to develop an ecosystem or want to acquire knowledge and compe-

tencies. However, if your ambition is to transform your business, we find that especially 

incubators & accelerators (CSC type 4) has a positive impact, but only in combination with 

inspirational collaboration (CSC type 2) or strategic alliances (CSC type 3). 

 

When we turn our attention towards financial performance (we investigated the effect on 

short-term Return on Assets (ROA), Return on Equity (ROE) and assets growth) we saw 

that firms that were more strongly engaged in CSC showed significantly lower ROA. One 

could argue that CSC takes an investment and therefore it’s normal that in the short run 

this has a financial impact. With regard to growth, a positive effect could be found of CSC 

intensity. The research further showed that firms that invest in internal innovation can 

better reap rewards from the external innovation that is realized through CSC.

The final chapter of this white paper is dedicated to accumulated best practices that we 

found during our research and in practice. We will discuss the importance of long-term 

commitment, internal innovation capacity and support, startup selection criteria, part-

nering up with VC investors, startup valuation, technology assessment and scalability 

potential.

9 Success factors in Corporate-Startup Cooperation

https://offer.antwerpmanagementschool.be/en/download-the-article-art-of-corporate-venturing?hsCtaTracking=c4bd3741-e5a5-4cd3-8e64-1d9d4ef19ed1%257C764a36b4-f0b1-4da0-aab3-375aa261e761


Introduction
As the pace of technological and business model disruptions accelerates (D’Aveni et al., 2010; 
Khanagha et al., 2018) and the growing start-up climate is attracting creative talents away from the 
corporate world (Kim and Steensma, 2017), corporates need to develop new and more powerful ways 
to sustain competitive advantage or even reinvent themselves. The popular business press poses 
many questions on how corporates can survive in current disruptive times and frequently reports on the 
potential of corporate venturing or other forms of corporate-startup cooperation (CSC), going from non-
equity strategic partnerships and start-up studios to acqui-hires.

Despite the fact that the variety of corporate venturing activities has never been so broad, different studies report on the struggles that 

corporates face to create impact with their corporate venturing activities. Corporations continue to experiment with new- and old-format 

corporate venturing structures, and while there has been an increase in our understanding of what works, the overall success rate of such 

activities continues to be highly variable (Dushnitsky and Birkinshaw, 2016).

In this white paper we will focus on structural cooperation between corporates and external ventures to drive mutual growth. While the word 

‘mutual’ indicates that firms should clearly strive for a win-win in these collaborations, we will especially in this paper take the perspective 

of corporates and how they can set up and manage these collaborations successfully. We define corporates as established firms older than 

10 years and with a size going from SMEs to large multinationals. Startups are defined as firms younger than 10 years, which strongly focus 

on high growth in turnover and/or employment, and which have innovative technologies and/or business models.

Over the past few years, technology has proven to be a decisive factor in creating business value and consolidating the positions of leading 

firms across various industries. While some firms have progressively learned to exploit the power of technology to disrupt their own 

business operations and their interactions with customers (e.g. GAFA1), others are still struggling to leverage and scale technological 

opportunities. 

1. Acronym that stands for Google, Amazon, Facebook and Apple. Other variations such as FAANG or FAAMG include firms such as Netflix or Microsoft.
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Interestingly, firms that have successfully seized technological opportunities have done so even in periods of turmoil, such as the one we are 

living now with the outbreak of COVID-19. Indeed, start-ups and large organizations have both demonstrated their power of disruption to 

cope with challenges and conquer the playing field in these challenging environments (e.g. short timeframes, limited human and financial 

resources…). For instance, the numerous digital remote work solutions (e.g. Zoom), the 3D printing of key components of respiratory venti-

lators, or the AI-driven data analytics are compelling examples of the start-ups’ capacity to reimagine the possible. But if startups and large 

organizations can embrace transformation independently, they can also complement each other to bring about change. The combination of 

an innovative and agile startup with the “extensive” financial and /or operational resources2 of a large organization can lead to successful 

technological rollout and scale-up. 

However, while a recent Gartner (2019) innovation study showed that: “95% of large organizations with a structural innovation program 

invest in tech incubators; 90% of such organizations work with small niche vendors or start-ups directly; and 84% use the acquisition 

of start-ups or small vendors to advance innovation”; we also know that startups suffer from an important failure rate in the long-term, 

in particular when it comes to properly integrate and collaborate with another large organization3.  This is why, when investing / acquiring 

a startup, it is crucial to balance the positive impact of innovation and agility against the risks of failure.

We will try to unravel the ‘black box’ of CSC success by diving into the motives and intensity of CSC activity. We will also analyze diffe-

rent CSC configurations, since a greater variety of CSC practices leads to challenging choices between them and raises the question which 

combinations lead to higher performance or form a recipe for failure. We will complete this white paper by forwarding some important best 

practices resulting from our research and experience.

In this white paper we will share insights resulting from extensive research at a national and international level. International insights are 

mainly based on a thorough review of scientific and practice-oriented literature, while national insights result from a large-scale quantita-

tive survey containing CSC experiences from more than 600 Belgian firms. In addition, we also integrate knowledge based on interviews 

with more than 100 Belgian corporates and start-ups. For a detailed overview of our findings resulting from our quantitative study we refer 

to the slideshare published in June 2019. 

2. This can also include HR, legal, marketing and other types of support.
3. Some start-up ecosystems experience a failure rate of 90% within a time horizon of 10 years (see reference above).
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Chapter 1: 
CSC types, intensity and motives

In an earlier white paper, we introduced our model illustrating the different forms of cooperation, going from partners meeting and inspi-

ring each other at events, to full acquisitions of startups by corporates (see figure below). We further structured the cooperations by taking 

into account elements such as formality of agreements and level of trust, which resulted in four ‘bridges’ dividing the corporate-startup 

cooperations (CSC) into five broad types or categories. With regard to the ‘bridges’ managers and entrepreneurs should consider the confi-

dentiality bridge, the intellectual property bridge, the equity negotiation bridge and the equity participation bridge (see earlier white paper 

for a detailed description of these bridges). With regard to the broad types or categories of CSC, we differentiate between:

 →  Type 1: Explorative collaboration (CSC 1 – 4)

 →  Type 2: Inspirational collaboration (CSC 5 – 8)

 →  Type 3: Strategic alliances (CSC 9 – 11)

 →  Type 4: Incubators & accelerators (CSC 12 – 15)

 →  Type 5: Strategic investments (CSC 16 – 20)

 

Type 1 and 2 represent broader, less targeted types of search and collaboration with start-ups, and are loosely integrated in the corporate. 

Type 3 represents a more focused type of search behavior. It is often still quite unintegrated in the organization and seems to occur more 

on an ad hoc basis. Type 4 includes corporate incubators or accelerator programs targeted at start-ups. While this type of activities is still 

quite broad, they are usually more integrated into the organization. Type 5 represents corporate venturing activities that are the result of 

focused search and that are usually systematic and integrated within the organization.

1
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9
1011

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19
20

Commitment

1. Attending network 
events

2. Co - organising or 
sponsoring events

3. Scouting mission

4. Sharing resources / office 
space

5. Startup challenges and 
awards

6. Hackathons

7. Mentoring & advisory

8. Venture clients

9. Co - development project

10. Strategic partnerships

20. Acquisition

19. Acqui - hire

18. Joint Venture

17. Corporate Venture Fund

16. Corporate Venture 
Capital (LP)

15. Startup studio - SAAS -
Excubator

14. Corporate accelerator

13. Corporate accelerator 
partnership

12. Corporate incubator

11. Licensing 

Confidentiality bridge

IP bridge

Equity negotiation bridge

Equity participation bridge
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What became visible from our CV Barometer 2019 is that not all types of CSC are used to the same extent, and that overall satisfaction 

differs between the five types of CSC (see table below). We found that the non-equity (CSC 1 till 4) and more ‘loosely integrated’ types of 

cooperation were more heavily explored in Belgium than the typical corporate venturing investments. The involvement of corporates in 

incubator or accelerator programs was the least explored. When turning to overall satisfaction, some interesting insights could be found as 

well. The ‘lightest’ types of cooperation were perceived less satisfactory, while strategic alliances and investments were considered much 

more in line with expectations. 

Use of CSC in the period 2016-2018 (in order of importance) Satisfaction with CSC in the period 2016-2018 (in order of importance)

1. Explorative collaboration 1. Strategic alliances

2. Inspirational collaboration 2. Strategic investments

3. Strategic alliances 3. Incubators & accelerators

4. Strategic investments 4. Inspirational collaboration

5. Incubators & accelerators 5. Explorative collaboration

Another element that became clear during our research is that there are large differences between corporates regarding CSC intensity. 

Corporates which were most active in 2016-2018 in CSC (high CSC intensity) explored on average 7 of the 20 forms of CSC and on average 

worked together with 8 startups. Corporates showing moderate CSC intensity explored 4 forms of CSC and collaborated with on average 

5 startups in that 3-year period. As expected, firm size is related to CSC intensity, since SMEs were clearly less intensive in exploring CSC 

activities compared to large companies. 

As illustrated in our first white paper, corporates and startups can have various motives for setting up a cooperation. In general, they can be 

divided into strategic versus financial motives (see figure below). Our research illustrates that strategic reasons should form the main moti-

vation for developing CSC activities, allowing both the corporate and the startup gaining a competitive advantage from their collaboration. 

But at the same time, CSC activities and investments should in the long run be self-sustaining, which points to the importance of a financial 

motivation. In this respect, striving for a delicate balance between financial and strategic outcomes forms a first important best practice for 

organizations that want to successfully explore CSC. 

Financial

Strategic
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Chapter 2:  
CSC and strategic performance

Motives in CSC
In this chapter we will focus on the strategic motives and the effect CSC activities have on corporates’ strategic outcomes. As became clear 

from our CV Barometer 2019, the following two motives can by far be considered as the most important reasons why corporates want 

to collaborate with startups: exploring new products and markets and gaining knowledge and competences. Financial motives were not 

among the top 3 reasons for collaboration, which again illustrates the significance of gaining a strategic advantage from the partnership.

In a next step, we considered how satisfied corporates are with the developed CSC activities over the period 2016-2018 by analyzing the 

effect on various strategic outcomes. As illustrated in the table below, corporates experienced the most positive effects with regard to: 

gaining knowledge and competences; exploring new products and markets; getting access to new technologies.

Effect of CSC in the period 2016-2018 (in order of importance)

1. Gaining knowledge and competences

2. Exploring new products and markets

3. Getting access to new technologies

4. Utilizing non-strategic and underused resources

5. Transforming our company

6. Increasing brand awareness

7. Developing an ecosystem

8. Attracting and retaining employees

9. Getting access to IP rights

The effects on company transformation and ecosystem development are still considered positive, although the time frame in our analyses is 

too short to reap the full benefits of CSC activities in this direction. Surprisingly, brand awareness only ranks 6th. Although a viable reason 

to explore collaboration, it could rather be seen as a side effect than a main strategic motive. Concerning outcomes such as attracting and 

retaining employees and getting access to IP rights, the effect of CSC activities is considered more neutral.
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Linking CSC intensity to motives
As discussed in the introduction, corporates differ strongly with regard to the intensity of their CSC activity. It seems logical to expect a 

positive correlation between CSC intensity and the realized effect of companies on several strategic outcomes. In the table below we give 

further insight into this relationship.

Corporates with higher CSC intensity in the period 2016-2018 experience significant more positive effects on:

 → Exploring new products and markets

 →  Gaining knowledge and competences

 →  Getting access to new technologies

 →  Developing an ecosystem

 →  Transforming our company

 →  Getting access to IP rights

The table above illustrates that this positive correlation holds for most of the strategic outcomes. The only exceptions are: increasing brand 

awareness; utilizing non-strategic and underused resources; and attracting and retaining employees. Although this could seem surprising, 

a deeper analysis on the outcome ‘increasing brand awareness’ for example learns that there are limits to the positive effect of CSC inten-

sity on brand awareness. Evidence was found of an inverse-U relationship, meaning that corporates can gain more brand awareness by 

working together with more startups, but that an intermediate number of startups is more optimal than a lower or higher number of startup 

collaborations. 

Linking types of CSC to motives
Like anything in life, one should know why they are following this path or taking that initiative. The same is true with regard to CSC acti-

vity: one should define clearly why they want to explore a certain type of corporate-startup collaboration. Given the various motives and the 

broad number of CSC types, it can be expected that some CSC types will serve some outcomes better than others (Mocker, Bielli & Haley, 

2015). In the remainder of this chapter we will look into this relationship more in detail. We will not only try to answer the question which 

types of CSC are more preferred over others in striving for a particular outcome, but configurations of CSC types will be investigated as 

well.

We will start with the outcome ‘increasing brand awareness’. Although we mentioned that this outcome does not get the highest priority 

among Belgian corporates, it can still play a significant role in developing CSC activities. Especially for those companies that invest part of 

their marketing budget into CSC initiatives.

Our analyses first of all show that overall SMEs are more satisfied with the raise of brand awareness thanks to CSC activities compared to 

large firms. We further find that especially inspirational collaboration (CSC type 2) leads to the highest levels of satisfaction with respect to 

increasing brand awareness. When digging deeper, also explorative collaboration (CSC type 1) stimulates brand awareness, but especially 

in combination with incubators & accelerators (CSC type 4) or strategic investments (CSC type 5). Corporates looking for increased brand 

awareness can thus turn to the lighter forms of CSC, which could be further stimulated by taking advantage of the broad network potential 

and potential media coverage frequently linked to CSC type 4 and 5.

With respect to the outcome ‘business transformation’ some interesting results can be found as well. First of all, companies that showed the 

highest satisfaction with this outcome are the ones that are better in motivating employees to support these CSC activities. Business trans-

formation concerns a deep impact on the company’s products, systems, procedures and culture, which obviously requires the involvement 

and commitment of all staff. When analyzing the relationship with different types of CSC, we find that especially incubators & accelerators 

(CSC type 4) positively impacts business transformation, but only in combination with inspirational collaboration (CSC type 2) or strategic 
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alliances (CSC type 3). Apparently, corporate venturing activities based on equity investments are not necessarily required in order to trans-

form your business.

A next outcome concerns the exploration of new products and markets. Here, only one type of CSC activities seems to make the biggest 

difference: strategic alliances (CSC type 3). Corporates involved in co-development projects, strategic partnerships or licensing with star-

tups indicate the highest levels of satisfaction with the exploration of new products/markets. Given the high importance attached to this 

outcome, and the moderate usage by Belgian corporates of this CSC type of activities (see supra), there is still much potential to be gained 

in corporate world by setting up this type of collaboration.

 

When aiming at the development of an ecosystem, our data firstly illustrate that corporates could increase their CSC intensity to achieve 

this outcome. It was also found that of all CSC types of activities, incubators & accelerators (CSC type 4) has the largest positive effect on 

ecosystem development. This seems logical since the involvement in incubation or acceleration programs offers corporates a wide access 

to the startup ecosystem.

As indicated in the beginning of this chapter, gaining knowledge and competences concerns one of the most important motives why corpo-

rates explore CSC activities. Here again, a strong CSC intensity seems to be positively related to the satisfaction with this outcome. With 

regard to the various CSC types, we further find evidence that especially incubators & accelerators (CSC type 4) positively impacts acquiring 

knowledge and competencies. Involvement in these programs seem to offer corporates the best chances for knowledge and talent sourcing. 

Finally, with regard to the other motives and outcomes, such as getting access to new technologies or utilizing non-strategic and underused 

resources, no significant impact of specific CSC activities could be detected. Corporates looking for added value in this direction can thus 

explore the wide variety of CSC collaborations, with no particular type making the largest contribution.
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Chapter 3: 
CSC and financial performance

In discussing the different motives in chapter 2 we focused on several strategic outcomes of CSC 
activity. In this chapter we will emphasize another major motive why corporates explore CSC, i.e. 
increase their financial performance. It is typically related to outcomes such as revenue, profit, growth 
or market share, which in our study are measured both subjectively by means of survey questions and 
objectively by using published financial statements.

Although corporates should strive for a combination of strategic and financial goals, our analyses indicate that the financial motive was 

given much less importance compared to strategic considerations. Also, when asked about their financial success, corporates were less 

satisfied with the impact of CSC activities explored in 2016-2018 on their financial performance. In what follows, we will dive further into 

this relationship. 

Linking CSC intensity to financial performance
When analyzing the relationship between CSC intensity and satisfaction with achieving financial goals, no significant results can be found. 

Being more or less involved in CSC activity thus makes little difference in terms of financial performance perceived by corporates.

When turning to objective financial performance, some further interesting insights can be found. One of the measures that was used is 

return on assets (ROA) realized in 2018.  In comparison to companies without any CSC activity in the period 2016-2018, firms that do were 

active in exploring these collaborations in this same period experienced a significantly lower ROA. What’s more, the higher the intensity 

of CSC activity, the more the ROA was negatively affected. When looking at an alternative profitability measure, return on equity (ROE), 

similar effects were found as for ROA, although the differences were not significant.

A third objective financial performance measure that was investigated is growth, and more precisely growth in total assets in 2018. When 

comparing firms with versus those without CSC activity in 2016-2018, no significant differences could be found between the two groups. 

However, when further exploring the CSC active companies, we find that those with moderate CSC activity levels realize significantly lower 

growth figures than those firms with a high CSC intensity. The latter group clearly achieves the highest growth rates. 

When interpreting these figures, one firstly needs to consider that the financial performance measures are rather short-term oriented. By 

analyzing the financial outcomes at the end of a 1 to 3-year period of CSC activity, one totally ignores the long-term effects of these colla-

borations (see infra). Secondly, the high growth resulting from strong CSC activity cannot be achieved without investing the necessary time 

and resources in these programs and initiatives. In that sense, the negative effect on the short-term profitability is no surprise. The phrase 

‘no pain no gain’ is definitely applicable as well to a corporate’s CSC strategy. Thirdly, one should also consider the possibility that espe-

cially corporates with weaker profitability are attracted towards CSC. In that sense, their weaker starting position in terms of profitability 

could still be visible several years later, even after exploring CSC activities. Although not significant, we do found some indication that 

corporates with the highest CSC intensity in the period 2016-2018 showed the lowest performance in 2015 measured in terms of ROA and 

ROE.
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Linking types of CSC to financial performance
Apart from CSC intensity we also investigated the link between various CSC types and financial performance. It will allow us answering the 

question which of the broad variety of CSC activities has the largest impact on financial outcomes.

In a first step we relied on subjective performance collected from our large-scale survey measuring the satisfaction of corporates in achie-

ving financial goals owing to CSC activities. We first of all find that none of the CSC types negatively impact financial performance, except 

for explorative collaboration (CSC type 1). From a financial perspective these activities seem to require a significant time and resource 

investment with little direct contribution to financial performance. Then again, these activities can be seen as investments for later use.

When analyzing the other CSC types, we find a significant positive effect of the following CSC activities on the achievement of financial 

goals: inspirational collaboration (CSC type 2) and incubators & accelerators (CSC type 4). Corporates involved in these initiatives seem to 

be more satisfied with the impact these collaborations have on their financial performance. When further investigating these results, it turns 

out that especially incubators & accelerators (CSC type 4) seem to complement strategic investments (CSC type 5) very well, since corporates 

exploring this combination of CSC activities seem to be much more positive about the achievement of financial goals.

When analyzing objective financial performance based on financial statement data, we especially found some interesting insights with 

regard to the profitability measure return on equity. Corporates that explored both Type 4 (incubators & accelerators) and Type 5 (stra-

tegic investments) CSC activities in the period 2016-2018, showed the highest levels of profitability in 2018. This seems to indicate that 

quite some complementarity exists between those two types of CSC regarding shareholders value creation. A possible explanation lies in 

the potential of incubator & accelerator programs in broadening the corporate’s network towards the startup ecosystem and securing an 

adequate deal flow for making equity investments.  

Internal versus external innovation and financial performance

Generally, it can be expected that corporates exploring CSC activities are putting innovation high on their agenda. And that is indeed 

confirmed by our analyses: corporates that are most active in CSC are the ones that care most about innovation. However, an interesting 

question that remains is whether innovation also takes place within the organization or is mainly organized in cooperation with other orga-

nizations (open innovation). In other words, do internal and external innovation complement or rather substitute each other?

Our findings clearly illustrate that most of the corporates in our sample are also investing in the internal development of innovative products 

or services (see Table below). For most of the corporates internal innovation is more important than CSC activities. Some have invested 

equally in CSC and internal innovation. A smaller group of firms has invested more strongly in CSC than internal innovation. In general, 

these figures already illustrate that it makes sense to combine internal and external innovation.

CSC activities versus internal innovation in the period 2016-2018 (in order of importance)

1. Internal innovation > CSC activities

2. Internal innovation = CSC activities

3. Internal innovation < CSC activities

4. No internal innovation

What’s more, a deeper analysis illustrates that both types of innovation can actually be quite complementary. When studying internal inno-

vation measured as the percentage of sales invested in R&D, we find that the negative short-term effect of CSC activities on ROA (see supra) 

is significantly reduced if firms invest strongly in R&D. This could point to a more efficient innovation process when internal and external 

innovation are combined.
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Selected case 1: 
Vinçotte - Esoptra

Vinçotte has a rich history which starts already in 1872 when Robert 
Vinçotte founded the company. Since that day Vinçotte has been 
a market leader in the Testing, Inspection & Certification industry 
across BeNeLux. 

 

When a large French retailer asked Vinçotte to develop ‘a solution based on blockchain’ 

for 1 of their food chains, they quickly realized that this new technology was not their 

core strength. Exploring their network, this question eventually reached the founders of 

Esoptra.

Esoptra is a data technology startup founded in 2017 by 2 experienced entrepreneurs. 

Their data logistics platform helps companies to connect and valorize their existing data, 

so as to increase customer experience. Esoptra was looking for a first reference customer 

for their data platform, Vinçotte was looking for digital expertise to bring added value to 

their client. An interesting win-win collaboration was initiated!

In less than 2 weeks Esoptra built a Proof of Concept which showcased the added value 

of the solution towards the various stakeholders. It was demoed at the biggest food fair in 

Belgium. The demo received a lot of positive feedback, leading to a commercial roll-out 

of the proposed solution immediately after. For Vinçotte the speed with which Esoptra 

implemented this solution was a key driver that pushed towards even closer collaboration. 

The success of this first case was a huge stepping stone for further collaboration between 

Vinçotte and Esoptra. It established mutual trust, resulting in a strategic partnership 

where Esoptra further develops use cases on their platform, allowing Vinçotte to create 

tailored added value for their clients. 

Just recently, their successful collaboration was a kickstarter for a new initiative that 

supports organizations with safely going back to work following the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Esoptra and Vinçotte lead the consortium with several other parties and are launching 

soon. Follow it here. 

 

Key learnings:
 →  Experiment! Focus on showing value, not just technical feasibility. Through 

experiments, startups can showcase their added value, allowing corporates to 

gain trust in the abilities of the startup. 

 →  A sharp deadline (e.g. an external event) can be a strong motivation to get the 

collaboration going and get things done. 

 →  Dare to discuss and think about IP and how to valorize the collaboration 

from both the startup and corporate’s perspective. Address marketing and 

communication.

 →  Sharing risks and benefits can be a good model to start off an innovative 

project.
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Chapter 4: 
CSC and best practices

In this chapter we will focus on several best practices that we extracted from theory and practice. 
They can be considered as contributing factors to the success of CSC. Some are specific to particular 
CSC types, while others apply more to the broad spectrum of various CSC activities. Also important in 
this respect is to consider that CSC is not an event but should be rather seen as a complex process 
containing several phases (see Figure below). The best practices described in this chapter can be linked 
to one or several of the phases described below.

The model makes clear that CSC can be compared to a temporal or long-lasting human relationship (Van Peteghem & Mohout, 2018). It 

all starts with exploring the market to find out what is out there, either by scouting at network events or by using online platforms. It’s the 

phase during which initial information is shared to find out whether there is mutual interest. This will lead to the next phase during which 

you proceed by making a selection of a partner or a number of partners. With respect to the latter, in CSC terms, polygamy is definitely 

an option to consider. This selection will be based on several criteria, but basically comes down to the question whether a personal and a 

strategic fit can be found between both partners. The next phase concerns the formalization of the collaboration. At the minimum, transpa-

rency and agreement should be reached on the gives and gets both partners expect from the relationship. But usually, also aspects such as 

due diligence, valuation, SPA’s, intellectual property, shareholder or other agreements are part of this phase. Finally, the last stage concerns 

keeping the marriage healthy by striving for a win-win and co-creation. Here, both partners should avoid ending up in enervation and frus-

tration, leaving no other option than to escape from the relationship. Often, agreeing from the start on a clear and equitable exit strategy 

(“way out”) can give partners the level of trust and comfort they need to move forward together.  A good start with high transparency and 

clear expectations on how to start, execute and end the relation can avoid lots of frustration in a later stage.

Long-term commitment

As was discussed in chapter 3, some indications can be found of a negative effect of CSC activities on the corporate’s short-term profitability 

and a positive effect on the firm’s short-term growth rate. What’s more important however, is to tackle the question whether firms in the 

long run benefit from CSC. 

It becomes clear from research and practice is that there is no fast money. If you want to get value from collaborations with startups, you 

should be in it for the long run. This is in line with the work of Zahra & Covin (1995) who indicated that in corporate entrepreneurship 

performance tends to be modest over the first few years, but that it forms an effective way for improving long-term company financial 

Chat Date Marry Co-create

Enervate

Evacuate
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performance. Based on our research, an ideal time window seems to be at least 5 years in order to get full benefit from CSC programs and 

activities. And this can be challenging for corporate innovation managers and investors being confronted with quarterly performance repor-

ting and CEOs, board members or shareholders eager for short-term wealth maximization.  

The problem is that many companies are not patient enough to get significant value from these collaborations. They typically initiate these 

programs at times of prosperity but discontinue them when market conditions are challenging (Narayanan et al. 2009). This also clearly 

results from the work of Bauke et al. (2015) who investigated different waves of corporate venturing over the last six decades. Every time 

there was an economic downturn or shock in the market, CV activity was strongly reduced. However, since the 2000’s the CV market has 

matured and has shown more stability in CV investments. However, there is no doubt that the current Covid-19 crisis will severely challenge 

corporates’ CSC activities, partly because of freezing budgets and risk reduction, but also resulting from the loss of several startups and 

other high-potential firms who didn’t manage to survive the worldwide economic fallout.

A long-term commitment implies that this commitment starts from a global vision and strategy. A CSC should fit within the LT ambitions 

and goals of the firm. The previous white paper is dedicated to this ‘why’ question and is the basis for any collaboration. 

CSC partnerships in the long term can also mean that a corporate moves through the 20 different forms of collaboration. When the needs 

during the collaboration change, different forms of collaboration can be explored. This can be a sensible strategy that is in line with the 

chat-date-marry metaphor from above. Starting off a collaboration with less intensive forms of collaboration, and then when successful 

moving gradually towards more focused and integrated forms of collaboration. 

Internal innovation capacity and support
In chapter 3 evidence was found of complementarity between internal and external innovation. Most corporates active in CSC also take 

internal innovation seriously by investing significant time and resources in product or service development. Besides the gains this could 

bring to efficiency or increasing chances of realizing more valuable innovation output, it also highlights the importance of internal inno-

vation capacity when exploring CSC.

As became clear from our CV Barometer 2019 one of the biggest challenges for corporates concerns fitting CSC activities and its time 

investment into the daily operations. Corporates will therefore need to find the capacity within their organization to set up and manage 

CSC activities. 
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“CSC is not something you deal with every Friday afternoon right before the weekend.  

It requires significant commitment from people within the organization.”

Companies involved in internal innovation, for example by investing manpower and budget into R&D, could be better positioned to explore 

CSC successfully. They have the potential to define more clearly what their biggest innovation challenges are and where their internal inno-

vation falls short. But also externally, advantages could arise in the sense of having a clear spoc (single point of contact) towards outside 

innovation partners resulting from more formalized and professional innovation processes. This could significantly reduce one of the main 

struggles startups are confronted with, i.e. the difficulty in getting in contact with corporates and getting lost in corporate bureaucracy. 

In this respect, also the role of ‘CSC champions’ is extremely important. These are respected specialists within the organization who are 

very familiar with the startup ecosystem, who understand the corporate’s strategy, and have direct access to C-level positions. They have 

entrepreneurial experience and build relationships with VC investors and startups. They have credibility and the influence to deal with 

internal resistance. In this respect, support from the top is of utmost importance. They are also responsible for seeking business unit 

support for each CSC activity they explore in order to make implementation of solutions happen and to extract real value out of the colla-

borations. What counts here for successful CSC is ‘getting things done’ (Romans, 2016, p. 25). Given the extensive knowledge and compe-

tencies of CSC champions, it can be difficult to source them internally, requiring the formation of a complementary team of both inside and 

outside specialists. 

CSC champions have an important role to play in the adoption of innovation that is developed outside the firm. They are the first step in 

overcoming the not invented here (NIH) syndrome. When a firm acknowledges that more knowledge exists outside the firm than within, 

collaboration and outsourcing of innovation can arise. However, research shows that this outside developed innovation can be refused by 

the corporate because of NIH.

Startup selection criteria
What we learned from our CV Barometer 2019 is that selecting the right startup is one of the main challenges of corporates diving into 

CSC. Key in these collaborations is to find a fit between both partners, and this should be considered from various perspectives, both at the 

individual and the company level.

When getting in contact and collaborating with startups, most interactions are human based. Of course, in the end it’s about a company 

transaction or agreement, but above all it’s a human to human business. It’s about a personal relationship between the founder(s) of the 

startup and the CSC champion(s) within the corporate. And although there clearly should be a cultural and strategic fit between both part-

ners (see infra), our research illustrates that a good personal fit is key in successfully collaborating with each other. It could impact the 

collaboration even more than the business fit.   

“A good personal fit can overcome big cultural differences and  

level out differences in size”

At the firm level, there clearly should be shared and aligned vision, mission, goals and values. A CSC strategy does not come from nowhere. 

It should fit within the innovation strategy and ultimately within the overall strategy of the company. Having a clear understanding of each 

other’s unique position in the market (mission), future direction (vision) and plan to get there (strategy), together with a clear insight of how 

each partner fits into this story, is of utmost importance. It forms the most basic step in finding out whether complementarity (win-win) 

can be reached. But also at the cultural level a clear fit is needed. To what extent do you share the same values and how you do business in 

relationship with your stakeholders, that’s where both partners need to find each other as well.
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A next question to consider is the sector relatedness between both partners. Based on our research we find that for all different types of CSC 

activity corporates indicate that there is at least a partial to very strong link between both partners’ business activities. Ideally, the corporate 

and startup are in an adjacent domain. Romans (2016) further indicates that having a clear sector focus is ok, but that corporates at the same 

time need to make sure that their ‘shopping list’ does not become too narrow. Otherwise they risk losing sight of the ongoing disruptions 

on the market and to miss the potential of diversification into new markets. Portfolio management is crucial in this matter. Not only from 

existing products but equally important is to manage the innovation portfolio and linked to that the different collaborations that are set up 

in order to realize these innovations. Too often we see companies focus to much on short-term innovation and neglecting the elements that 

are further in the future. In the times we live in, this can backfire rather quickly. So it makes sense to distribute the available resources well 

over the different innovation horizons.

Also the phase of the startup should be considered, meaning that a trade-off needs to be made between startups versus scaleups. Early star-

tups might be easier to work with because of a large eagerness to learn from the corporate, but their solution might not be fully developed 

yet. Scale ups already have better-developed solutions available but with this comes the price of higher firm valuation. 

And finally, also partner proximity could be an influencing factor in setting up a successful CSC initiative. In our research corporates had 

a clear preference regarding the location of the startups to be considered for collaboration in the future (see Table below). Especially local 

and national startups were considered most preferable. Given the human relationship in CSC activities, meeting face-to-face and working 

together at a co-location definitely have their benefits. Also the cultural distance will be much smaller. Some corporates even stressed 

that CSC allows them to support the local economy and give back to society, making the choice for a startup nearby more obvious. On the 

other hand, the partner with the highest potential does not necessarily resides within the same country. By having a too narrow approach, 

you could miss opportunities. Belderbos et al. (2018) for example found that there exists an inverted-U shaped relationship between the 

geographic diversity of a firm’s CVC investment portfolio and the firm’s technological performance. 

Preferred location of startups (in order of importance)

1. Belgian startup

2. Local startup (within the region)

3. European startup

4. Non-European startup

Although national or regional partnerships can definitely have their advantages, one should also consider the importance of partner auto-

nomy or the lack thereof. We noticed in our research that some corporates prefer a full integration of the startup within the organization, 

which is usually not the preferred option of the young firm. 

A first and logical reflex of the majority of firms is that they want the partner company in the immediate surrounding. Not necessarily 

to have control over the firm but it often works better and smoother when the distance is no issue. However, a crisis like we are currently 

experiencing, shows that remote working is perfectly possible and virtual collaboration tools are closing in on the original face to face 

collaboration. This should open perspectives towards worldwide scouting and sourcing.  

“Corporates should not cuddle startups to death.”
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Partnering up with VC investors

Corporates interested to invest equity into startups can significantly benefit from making investments as a limited partner into VC funds 

first (see Figure below). These indirect investments could significantly speed up a launch into CVC world since most corporates are not 

specialized in venture capital. 

Especially when the knowledge of the startup ecosystem or access to a large number of deals are limited, it forms an interesting way to fill 

the pipeline and to climb the learning curve. Contrary to ‘traditional’ M&A transactions, business planning, due diligence and valuation of 

startups is something different and is often considered ‘more art than science’ (Romans, 2016, p. 16).

Moreover, many corporates do want to take advantage of strategic investments but don’t want to take the lead in setting up those deals. By 

supporting VC firms in their funding rounds, corporates can diversify their own investments, and at the same time become familiar with the 

startup and VC ecosystem. In addition, VC firms serve as corporates’ filter to select the best startups on the market (Romans, 2016). 

Diversification should also be seen from a geographical point of view. Your chances to gain access to the main startup hubs all over the 

world increase significantly if you can link yourself up to respected VC funds outside your home territory, like in the US, the UK, Israel or 

China (Romans, 2016). 
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Startup valuation methods
In CSC type 5 (and in some cases in type 4 as well) equity investments become a central element of negotiation, which raises the importance 

of valuation. It forms a challenging exercise which could make or break a strategic collaboration.

By its very nature, valuation is not an exact science, and this is even more the case for valuation of young, fast-growing companies that 

usually have growing but unstable cash flows. Apart from the difficulty in value estimation, the eventual transaction prices will be influenced 

by the specific value for the acquirer, negotiation skills specific risk-limiting clauses such as liquidation preferences, incentivizing aspects 

such as management stock option plans or buy-back clauses, and non-monetary aspects of an agreement.

With this section, we aim at providing some start-up-specific methodologies, allowing start-ups to get an understanding of a reasonable esti-

mation of their value, and corporates to value the company considering start-up-specific value drivers instead of referring to the common 

methodologies such as Discounted Cash Flows or Market Multiples, which do not always correctly reflect the future value of the company.

In short, valuing start-ups brings various challenges which requires potential investors to approach the process differently. As historical 

figures are limited and projected forecasts are uncertain, qualitative elements such as management experience, reaching milestones such 

as a prototype, Minimal Viable Product or first customers should be considered strongly when valuing a start-up. After all, if an investor or 

corporate invests in a company with uncertain and high-risk financial projections, the ability of the team to achieve those forecasts contri-

butes significantly to the credibility of projections and thus valuation of the company.

In what follows we set out six different methods which are often used in practice and apply to different phases of a start-up. Note that this 

list has no intent to be exhaustive and that practitioners will often use a variation and combination of the methods mentioned here.

Fixed ranges
For very early stage companies, incubators often propose a ‘take or leave’ investment which is based on fixed ranges of capital offered 

for an equity stake. This is in essence not a valuation approach, but a shortcut to not waste precious time on valuation discussions for very 

early stage companies.

Advantages:

 →  Easy and fast to apply

 →  Has become market practice/ recognized by investors

Disadvantages:

 →  Arbitrary and doesn’t take company-specific considerations into account, such as team, future potential, market demand, etc.

PwC | Confidential

Characteristics

1

Fixed ranges

Cost approach

Scorecard method

VC method

Discounted cash flows

Market multiples

Idea / Seed1 Seed / Start-up2 Sustainable growth5Expansion4Early growth3

Cash Flows NA Only negative Negative (but increasing) Positive (growing at a 
decreasing rate)

Stable

Proof of concept 🗴🗴 🗴🗴 ✓ ✓ ✓

Historical 🗴🗴 🗴🗴 Limited ✓ ✓

Forecast 🗴🗴 Limited Limited ✓ ✓

Valuation methods

25 Success factors in Corporate-Startup Cooperation



Cost approach
The Cost Approach is a second valuation methodology often used for early-stage companies. The idea is that an investor would only be 

willing to pay the costs that were already incurred to get the company to its current stage (i.e. the duplication cost). As this methodology 

usually underestimates the value, it is often considered as a ‘floor value’ during negotiations.

Advantages:

 →  Easy and fast to apply

 →  Based on historical expense records, which leave little room for discussion

Disadvantages:

 →  Backward-looking approach which doesn’t reflect the future

 →  Any intangible assets (brand, reputation, market hotness, etc.) are not captured

 →  The idea should not be ‘the more you spend, the better’; does not consider efficient (and inefficient) use of funds

Scorecard method
A third valuation method for early-stage companies is the Scorecard Method. To assess the value, potential investors have a list of criteria 

on which a target company and its peers are assessed and scored in a binary way. Each item receives a certain value/weight and increases 

the valuation if satisfied. The results of the target company and its peers form the basis of a comparison and valuation discussion.

The list of criteria is often based on milestones and can be either very limited or detailed depending on the current stage of the company. 

Such criteria can include the existence of a minimum viable product, completeness of the team, financial metrics such as revenue, level of 

competition, whether a technology is patented or not etc.

Advantages:

 →  Once a scorecard is established, the method is easy and fast to apply

 →  Allows an intuitive comparison between companies

 →  Possibility to assess both qualitative and quantitative characteristics

 →  Can be customized based for corporates taking into account the perceived value of different elements to them in line with their 

investment strategy

Disadvantages:

 →  Scoring and weighting are subjective

 →  Finding relevant peers and performing a scorecard assessment on each can be a time-consuming practice

 →  The choice of peers has a large impact and can lead to discussion 

 →  Selected criteria don’t necessarily align with market practice

VC method
A company which is nearing the end or has passed the Seed/Start-Up Phase and is looking for funds, might be valued by potential investors 

based on the Venture Capital (VC) method. Using the VC method, an estimate is made of what the value of the company would be after a 

certain number of years (pre-defined by the investor). This ‘exit-value’ is then discounted back to today, using the specified number of years 

and the required rate of return as discount rate. 

The VC method is illustrated by the following formula:

with  SPn = Sales Price after n year

 rvc =Venture Capitalist’s Required Return (which can be based on Scorecard elements)

 n = Years until exit
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Advantages:

 →  Requires only a few input assumptions (Exit value, discount rate and number of years until exit)

Disadvantages:

 →  Without previous investor experience or access to specialized databases, estimating the exit value is extremely difficult.

Discounted cash flow
For companies where cash flows can be estimated with reasonable confidence, the Discounted Cash Flow (DCF) analysis becomes appli-

cable4. Using the DCF method, the value of a company is estimated by calculating the future Free Cash Flows expected to be generated by 

the company. These are then discounted to the present at the appropriate discount rate, being the Weighted Average Cost of Capital. 

The DCF method is illustrated by the following formula: 

with CFx = Cash flows generated in year x

 rn =Discount rate (being the Weighted Average Cost of Capital)

Advantages:

 →  Market practice recognized by investors and supported by the academic world

 →  Forward-looking and based on the companies’ business plan, i.e. captures future developments

 →  Risk is captured in the discount rate

Disadvantages:

 →  Sensitive to assumptions (e.g. discount rate, growth rate, future performance forecast, etc.)

 →  Time consuming

 →  The Terminal Value has a large impact

Market multiples
For companies with stable metrics, multiples can be used for the valuation. Multiples can be derived from two sources. The first option is 

to look at the current market price of publicly traded peer companies. The second option is to look at previous comparable transactions 

which have disclosed multiples. 

In the context of start-up valuation, the most used multiples are Enterprise Value to Revenue, Enterprise Value to EBITDA, Enterprise Value 

to EBIT, and Enterprise Value to Free Cash Flow

Taking the EV to EBITDA multiple as example, the valuation of the target company would be achieved by multiplying the target’s EBITDA 

with the EV to EBITDA multiples seen in the market or in previous transactions.

Advantages:

 →  Market practice widely used and recognized by investors

 →  Represents current market sentiment

 →  Once peers are found, easy to apply

 →  No detailed business plan required

Disadvantages:

 →  Selecting comparable peers or transactions at the same stage as the target can be challenging. Adjustments can be made, 

although this introduces assumptions

 →  Only applicable if the selected financial metric is positive

4.  This is assuming that cash flows will at least be positive in one of the forecasted periods or terminal value forecast.
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Technology assessment
Technology management, which is the focus of this section, considers the assessment of the positive impact technology can have on daily 

business operations and the main pitfalls to avoid in order to fully benefit from the value of technology and reduce the exposure to 

technology risks.  Examples of such technology risks5 include:

 →  Inability to fully integrate technology into the business and to leverage synergies (i.e. the technology acquired via an investment 

in a start-up remains a stand-alone entity that does not increase the value of the other business operations), 

 →  Struggle to properly scale the technological solution, 

 → Lack of technical capabilities to understand the technology and therefore harness it,   

 → Inability to protect your technology through intellectual property or adequate cyber-security measures.  

When trying to gauge a company’s value, traditional dimensions such as financial data, legal matters, HR benefits, pension provisions…

only cover part of it. As technology is becoming more and more part of a company’s DNA, it represents an increasingly important share 

of its value and failure to consider it might lead to inaccurate valuation. This is especially the case for start-ups, whose financials are more 

likely to provide an inaccurate picture due to, e.g. high upfront technology investment costs and low revenues. Technology must be consi-

dered as an asset that is source of value for the company, and no longer only as a support function of the business’ operations. 

In this context, it becomes essential to uncover the latent value of a company’s technology, which we do by looking through the prisms of 

6 dimensions (strategy, financials, application, infrastructure, data, project methodology). The following figure details these dimensions:

To uncover the technology value, you not only need to investigate these dimensions as independent silos, but also assess their interdepen-

dence. For instance, the technology expansion strategy should be assessed in light of the ability of a company’s infrastructure to support 

this growth. You also need to determine if the required investments are factored in the IT financials. 

Through the assessment of these 6 dimensions, you can gain insights as to the capacity for the organization to combine them for different 

purposes, such as:

 → Innovation industrialization: whether start-ups are technology-focused or not, it is highly valuable for an acquirer to evaluate 

its capacity to invest properly in its technology (and related application / infrastructure) in order to repeat its innovation process 

successfully. 

 →  The objective is to avoid a situation where the start-up’s value is only the result of a single innovation that once exploited will not 

bring any additional return to the acquirer. 

 →  The acquirer should also understand the importance of the technological components that are (or can be) protected under 

intellectual property, ensure components don’t infringe third party intellectual property rights and can also continue to be used 

by the business for its strategic objectives (i.e. an IP license limited to Belgium may be an issue for a German acquirer looking to 

Technology strategy & organisation
Your IT Strategy is clearly defined and aligned with the business strategy & 

needs. 
The right mix of people, skills, experiences, culture are in the organisation 

Technology application landscape
Your application landscape is clearly providing the needed services to 
support the business strategy while being scalable and future-proof.  

Technology project management
You have the right project methodologies in place in 
the organisation to maximise the delivery of value 
during implementations.  

Data-driven organisation
You embrace a mindset and method to manage data 
as an asset, do data analytics and are compliant with 
regulations such as GDPR. 

Technology infrastructure and security
Your infrastructure is agile and allows scalability 

opportunities while being correctly protected against 
cybersecurity threats. 

Technology financials
You have the right capability to budgetize IT spending 
including shadow IT costs and understand the level of 

investment in the IT function (CAPEX vs. OPEX) 
including benchmarking.  

Strategy

FinancialsProject 
methodology

InfrastructureData

Application

Technology

5.  We define technology risk as the likelihood for a technology failure to reduce the efficiency of your business.
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internationalize a product outside of Belgium) and how easy it is for (future) competition to enter one market by either copying 

the technology (e.g. patent lapsing within a year after acquisition).

 → Data commercialization: the organization has realized the importance of proper data management in terms of people (i.e. data 

skills), process (i.e. data lifecycle management) and tools (i.e. analytics running on cloud solutions) which allows them to transform 

their data into commercial value. 

 →  The objective is to understand the capabilities and processes put in place to collect data from technology (i.e. using Internet-of-

things devices), to perform sound data analytics and eventually integrate them as a key asset/component of their business model.

 → The objective is also to understand whether and how data can be used and commercialized by the business (legal conundrum of 

“data ownership”). One may have the right to collect and store the data, but therefore not to share the data with other entities. 

Similarly, one may not have the right to keep a copy of client data, but what about insights or other data deduced from such 

client data? 

 → A third objective is to understand the quality of data where an acquirer should obtain comfort that the data (still) correctly 

reflects the situation at hand. Data or certain insights can e.g. be time-bound and therefore fluctuate in terms of value over time.

 → Privacy and cyber-security: a potential acquirer should pay close attention to issues such as data protection & security (under GDPR 

and other privacy regulations) and data accessibility (e.g. with the use of API6). 

 →  When integrating the technology of a start-up within the IT environment of a large organizations, you must be careful not to 

open a gate for cyber-attacks and other security threats that could impact the entire organization.

One must also make sure the start-up can lawfully and in full transparence transfer such data to you as a corporate (which can be verified 

in the context of a due diligence). Unlawfully transferring personal data to an acquirer or CV partner, may in fact trigger liability claims 

for the start-up but also for the receiving CV partner. A recent instance of the above discussion is the growing number of companies that no 

longer treat the IT function as a cost center but rather as a strategic investment that can deliver long-term value to the organization. We also 

see various new roles and functions being created in companies such as the (sometimes mandatory) data protection officer, chief digital 

officers, chief information officers, chief information security officers, chief data officer, and so on. Consequently, one needs to focus on 

investments made recently to develop (e.g. acquisition of new software) projects to structure the application landscape7 of the organization.

6. API is the acronym of application programme interface.
7. An application landscape is a presentation of all applications of the organization’s technology ecosystem.
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Technology scalability potential
From the technology-driven idea to the proof-of-concept, one must get the set-up phase right so as not to jeopardize the future development 

of the invention. Even though some of the greatest technology ideas have started in a garage8, it is important to develop your technology 

with the long-term perspective of an industrialized process (i.e. large volumes) in mind: dream big, start small.  

Indeed, transforming an industry is only possible if you can scale your technology gradually.  It is one thing to have a disruptive idea (e.g. 

video streaming). It is something else to implement a technological and business solution (i.e. the capabilities) which is effectively disrup-

ting (Netflix) and scalable.

Therefore, it is essential to develop the technology following a “scalability-by-design” principle. In this way, your technology is not a limi-

ting factor, but an enabler of future (in)organic growth which can help the company to thrive in a digital age. Such scalability potential will 

also be sought by large organizations looking for a start-up to acquire, as they will use their financial resources and network to deploy the 

technology at scale. 

Various underlying factors could explain the need for a scalable technology: new clients, geographical expansion, product/service diver-

sification, addressing new customer markets, etc. This is important even when starting in a small domestic market as you could expand 

internationally9. 

Having these expansions in mind can have several implications on the set-up of your IT architecture. For instance, do you have a service-

oriented architecture (SOA) or microservices architecture that easily allows the integration of new services, new languages, opt-in / opt-out 

functionalities on newsletter and the implementation of specific local data privacy regulations?  

Failure to carefully plan for these expansions early in the development process could lead to a number of issues:

 → Limited technical factor: the increase in volume of business operations is likely to i erformance and central processing unit (“CPU”) 

utilization might be variables to monitor closely. 

 →  A related question is whether the technology at hand is sufficiently mature and future-proof, i.e. whether the technology will stay 

state-of-the-art over time or be replaced by a more performant technology in the blink of an eye.

 → Uncontrolled technology costs increase: what drives your technology spending? This is a question you must consider before 

increasing the capacity of your technology. How will your cost increase with the use of the technology? Exponentially, Linearly? The 

technology must remain affordable and its cost carefully factored into any business plan.  

 →  For example, the cost of acquiring new software licenses, cost of additional cloud storage, the technology support staff, 

hardware costs, etc.

 → Lack of technology capabilities: often the knowledge of a technology department is concentrated in a single (or a few) 

employee(s)10. This can be even more so in a start-up environment where the founder is often the one with the historical/institutional 

knowledge. For instance, in case of source code development, it means that only a limited number of people will know all the 

configurations. Moreover, with the potential scalability of the technology, it means that the workload will increase on a limited 

number of employees, which can eventually represent a bottleneck to the growth of the business.   

The above list is not exhaustive, but the issues listed represent the ones that are most commonly encountered. Other hurdles that organiza-

tions might face during their scale journey are:

 → Misalignment between technology and business people regarding the scale strategy (i.e. “techies” not understanding where business 

people want to go and vice-versa),

 → Governance aspects of technology environment (i.e. proper lifecycle management of the technology (and adequate architectural 

updates),  

 → Cyber-security and privacy shortcomings, increasing the size can increase the exposure to potential threats.

 → Legal ownership issues of technology developments protected by intellectual property rights, and the failure as a result to fully 

leverage on an investment.

Fortunately, these pitfalls can be mitigated by addressing these from the start of your scale journey with three simple key actions; prepare, 

watch and coach! Starting from day one, prepare your technology architecture to grow in a structured way, watch your technology costs and 

monitor their evolution over time, and finally coach your employees and spread the expertise within the organization (see infra). 

8. Companies such as disney, HP, Google, Amzaon...
9. Belgium being a rather small market, the scalability effect of expanding internationally shouldn’t be underestimated (in comparison of a French-based company, 
wishing to enter the Belgian market)
10. In start-ups, one person is often responsible for all technology related questions, while in larger organizations one is responsible for a dedicated technology
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Technology capabilities
After having emphasized the importance of planning your technology scale-up strategy carefully, we also would like to address the human 

factor that must support and accompany the technology integration and development. As expressed above, the lack of technology capabi-

lities can hinder the successful development of your business. 

We have on many occasions encountered situations where a fast-growing technology entity faces a bottleneck issue because a single indivi-

dual was the only possessor of the technological know-how. Therefore, it is important to build a workforce skilled with multiple technology 

capabilities. In a CV context, as a corporate, it will be important to identify these rainmakers and make sure they are and stay committed 

to the project.

It is crucial to ensure the sustainable scalability of your business and avoid situations where a single individual could represent a bottleneck 

and thus a business continuity threat. 

Here, we will focus mainly on the technology related skills and competences that should be diversified amongst employees, but we also 

wish to emphasize that it is equally important for business people (also at corporates aiming for access to technology through CV) to 

acquire technology related competences, and for technology people to acquire business knowledge. It will reinforce the level of under-

standing and synchronization between the strategic business operations and the role of technology within the organization. 

To broaden the human resources perspective of start-ups or large organizations regarding technology skills, we draw your attention to two 

useful frameworks:

 → The SFIA framework: which stands for “Skills Framework for the Information Age” details extensively more than 100 skills divided 

into 6 main categories. For a short overview of their list, we refer to the below figure: 

For each skill, there is a description and different “levels” you can reach given your experience in that field. The level 1 represents 

preliminary knowledge of a subject whereas the level 7 is the most expert one.  

The objective of using this framework is not to map every skill to an individual in your organization, which can be simply 

impossible for start-ups for example, but it will provide an overview of all potential IT skills to consider when structuring and 

growing your business.  

 → The Digital Capability framework (Hentrich & Pachmajer, 2016): is more oriented towards value creation through the deployment 

of digital capabilities in forward-looking industries with technologies such as Big Data, Internet of Things, Industry 4.0 (smart 

logistics, supply chain intelligence, etc.), API, etc. This framework augments your breadth of potential skills by focusing more on the 

digital aspects and new/emerging technologies.   

 

These digital competences are categorized in four self-explanatory dimensions, respectfully:

 →  Value design (digital in R&D, digital incubator, digital trend detection, etc.), 

 →  Value creation (smart logistics, digital manufacturing, supply chain intelligence, etc.),

 →  Value delivery (digital marketing, customer analytics, API management, etc.),

 → Value enabler (digital culture, IP management, digital finance, etc.).  

Again, the purpose of this framework is not to be fully deployed in rather small organizations such as start-ups or scale-ups. It provides 

insights in all the areas that could be covered regarding digital capabilities. If you want to strive in a digital age you need digital capabilities 

throughout your value chain

Finally, we would like to emphasize the importance of a technology profile with strong financial analysis. Indeed, in valuation process, 

mergers or acquisitions, strategic partnerships, etc. it is capital focusing on technology to be able to translate the value of technology and 

data into financial figures. Only in that way, it will be possible to bring technology directly to the negotiation table.

Category Subcategory Skill Levels

Strategy and architecture Information strategy Enterprise IT governance GOVN 5 6 7

Strategic planning ITSP 5 6 7

Information governance IRMG 4 5 6 7
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Selected case 2: 
Signify – Proceedix – 
Iristick – Luxexcel

High-intensity discharge (HID) lamps have been around for more 
than 100 years, used both commercially and in homes. While 
largely replaced by more modern light-emitting sources in private 
properties, they’re still widely employed in commercial spaces 
by owners looking to reduce operational expenses and optimise 
their investment in infrastructure. Their replacement for other 
applications however means demand has and continues to slow 
substantially.

With HID lamps its main product, Signify in Turnhout has unsurprisingly seen its 

business shrink over the last few years. Despite this, it continues to invest and Signify 

was looking for a way to optimise the execution of maintenance inspections in their site 

in Turnhout.

Iristick (smart glass hardware), Luxexcel (3D printed glasses) and Proceedix (software) 

joined forces and provided the technology to support the technician with instructions 

projected through his customised smartglass.

PwC, together with OMC (Open Manufacturing Campus), brought all stakeholders 

together in a professional project mode and developed a business perspective on this 

technology driven application.

This case is an example of a project that embraced a true co-creation mindset as from 

the beginning, with all companies bringing in their unique expertise to create added 

value for all parties involved. 

Key learnings:

 → Build upon your ecosystem!  

The real power of this collaboration was the connection of different pieces of the 

puzzle into an integrated solution that enriched each individual offering. 

 → Build upon the past.  

The first collaboration between 3 parties (Signify, PwC, Proceedix) dated from 2017, 

with a first pilot case. As such, the new collaboration started with a headstart as 

people knew the targeted outcome from the start. Every party knew exactly what 

they needed to add to the overall solution.

 → Think beyond the hurdles!  

At first it seemed quite complex to deal with so many different parties at the same 

time. While the project evolved, it actually never became a problem.

 → Setup a strong project management.  

Especially when you are dealing with different startups, you need to clearly define 

your milestones and interdependencies, to ensure a timely and qualitative project 

execution

More details on this case can be found here.
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In this white paper we discussed several types of corporate-startup cooperation that can be 

explored for different reasons. But the most important motive is probably time. By getting 

into these collaborations you can come to solutions that would not have been possible to 

realize within a similar time frame and purely based on internal development. At the same 

time, setting up those collaborations takes time and should be done properly by focusing 

on trust, commitment, transparency and the management of mutual expectations.

By linking CSC activities to ‘CSC intensity’, ‘Motivation for CSC’, ‘Strategic performance’, 

‘Financial performance’ and ‘Internal vs External innovation’, we tried to come forward 

with a number of findings and insights from our research. In combination with several 

other best practices from theory and practice, this white paper can contribute to thinking 

critically about your own CSC strategy for the years to come.

In this white paper we also focused on valuation and the assessment and potential of tech-

nology. We consider technology as a real asset for any organization being a start-up or 

not, and as every asset, it must be properly managed to deliver the expected value and 

avoid pitfalls that might reduce its value throughout its entire lifecycle. Three important 

takeaways are:

 → Master your technology: understand all underlying components to always keep 

control and align your technology with your business strategy.

 → Dream big, start small: always consider that your technology might be one day 

deployed at larger scale, even when starting with the first design of your solution.

 → Never neglect the human factor: new technologies are complex; therefore, it is key 

to properly disseminate the knowledge within your organization and give your 

people the adequate training for them to acquire technological skills.

We have the firm belief that technology will remain or even become more and more a 

game-changer for the coming years, and that organizations and their employees should 

seize the opportunity to train themselves in order to detect and embrace the potential 

value waiting behind every technological breakthrough.

Conclusion
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